the United States labor movement (see Sidebar on page 564) and its relation to occupational safety and health; and suggestions for working effectively with unions .
Occupational health nurses work with unions in a variety of ways, including: • Working directly for a union as a staff member. • Working for a government agency respon sible for research or regulatory matters requiring the participation of both labor and management. • Working for a company whose work force is represented by a union . • Working in an academ ic setting. conducting research or training with union s or with joint union/management partnerships.
In all of these roles. occupational health nurses have found it essential to understand how unions operate , the functions of the labor movement . and how to build effective collaborative relationships.
OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH NURSING ROLES AND UNIONS

Nurses as Union Employees
Occupational health nurses employed by unions perform a wide range of tasks. They may provide training, educational materials, and consultation for union members to help prevent occupational illnesses and injuries. They may advocate on behalf of the union for better regulations and legislation needed to protect workers. They may serve as union organizers or representatives who help union members solve health and safety problems on the job through contract enforcement. collective action, or bargaining. Union based occupational health nurses may also represent the union on joint labor/management committees.
For example. one occupational health nurse works as associate director for occupational health and safety for a state nursing association. The association represents 19th Century Union efforts to improve workers' conditions through negotiat ion and strikes were on the rise. In 1886, organized trades and independent labor organizations formed the American Federation of Labor (AFL). On May 1, 1886, 200,000 workers around the United States went on strike for the 8 hour workday.
20th Century By the eve of World War I, membership in the AFL had grown to nearly 2 million, but membership dropped dramatically during the Depression because of soaring unemployment rates.
1930s
Union campaigns resulted in the introduction of the minimum wage and social security. Labor finally won its goal of a 40 hour work week. The National Labor Relations Act of 1935 gave unions the legal right to organize. The Congress of Industrial Organization (CIO) was formed , ushering in a new approach to organiz ing around entire industries (e.g., auto, rubber, steel) rather than by craft. Union membership in the United States rose from 3.4 million in 1930 to more than 10 million in 1941.
1950s
Union density peaked in the post World War II economic boom . In 1954, 35% of United States workers were union members. The AFL and CIO merged , forming a powerful political alliance for work ing people.
1970s
Labor gained enough political support to achieve passage of the Occupational Safety and Health Act in 1970. Union membership continued to grow; with more than 20 million members in 1978. However, the percentage of the work force represented by unions was declining .
1990s
Unionized manufactur ing industries lost more and more jobs as work was exported to low wage countries around the world . Union organizing in the new serv ice and information economy did not keep pace with the loss of union jobs .
21st Century
Overall United States unionization currently stands at just 13.9%. Yet the AFL-CIO continues to playa powerful role in advocating for American workers. Labor has recognized it must find creative approaches to organizing in new sectors if it is to survive and thrive. New organizing efforts have resulted in significant gains. In 1999, union membership began to reverse its recent decline and increased by more than 265,000 . This was the largest increase in 20 years. New union organizing strategies focus largely on women, immigrants , and other low income workers. Organizing has been most successful in the public sector, where unionization now stands at 37.3%. An occupational health nurse who works for feder al OSHA explained she interacts with unions in a variety of ways. One of her responsibilities is to assist in standard setting by researching and documenting the need for standards and by finding expert witnesses. She stated:
Unions are important stakeholders in the standardsetting process.They often petition OSHA for standards; they testify about the extent of the problem; and they offer solutions that will work in the real world.
She also interacts with unions when she is involved in field enforcement and in outreach efforts. She stated, "Where there is a union, we always involve them in the inspection process. We rely on union assistance when we develop and distribute materials." The OSHA offers an internship for occupational health nursing students. As part of their internship experience, students meet with unions to find out what they are doing. She stated, "We think it's important that nurses get a chance to learn about contemporary union models and strategies."
Another nurse works as the occupational health nurse consultant for a state OSHA program. She provides technical assistance to the agency's field staff, as well as to employers and workers. She works with unions to get their input into the regulatory process. She stated, "We need both labor and management involvement, not just in setting standards, but in making sure that new standards are implemented effectively in the workplace." In addition, she facilitates union involvement in the agency's advisory committee and on various joint labor/management subcommittees.
Several nurses in government agencies stated it was important to remember unions were responsible for organizing most of the political support that created OSHA and NIOSH. Unions continue to be involved in defending these agencies and the professionals who work for them against proposed funding cuts or plans to limit the government's authority to protect workers.
Nurses Working With a Union Work Force
Occupational health nurses working for companies where workers are represented by one or more unions have a particularly challenging role. According to one nurse:
Our biggest problem is the old company nurse stereotype. Lots of unions don't understand what a modem occupational health nurse does. They still think of us as the Band-aid brigade.
Occupational health nurses currently function in many workplace roles. In an organized workplace, all of the following roles require interaction with labor: • union(s) and actively seek labor involvement. This is not always an easy task. According to one employee health nurse:
We are often met with suspicion and distrust. There may have been very poor labor/management relations in the past, and we are seen as just one more management representative.
Learning to build trust and credibility with the union can be one of the most challenging aspects of the job.
For example, an occupational health nurse who works at a large chemical manufacturing plant with approximately 500 employees, three quarters of whom are unionized, performs medical and health surveillance, case management, worker training, and collaborates in research on her worker population. She values confidentiality and keeping a good relationship with the union. She suggested, "You have to establish yourself as an employee advocate-that you are there for them and for their issues." Some nurses reported frustration working with a unionized work force. One occupational health nurse working in a contracted occupational health service for a large manufacturing plant reported:
It has been so frustrating coming to work at a unionized plant. In the past I worked at a non-union shop, and I could just develop programs and implement them on my own. Here I have to get the union's buy in or I can't do anything. It's hard feeling that you are not trusted, and the lack of trust keeps you from getting anything done.
Some company occupational health nurses reported they feel as if they are walking a tightrope. "We work for management, but all of our training as nurses prepared us to be patient advocates," explained one nurse. Another occupational health nurse reported:
Occupational health nurses employed by management are often encouraged to educate workers about the need to 'work safely' and change individual behaviors, and not to address management's responsibility to provide a safe workplace. This perspective clashes with the views held by workers and their union, who usually emphasize the need to prevent injury and illness by reducing or eliminating potential hazards from the workplace. Workers will resent it if they perceive that the occupational health nurse's message is to blame the worker.
Occupational health nurses working for management are in a position to work directly with the work force and can contribute to meaningful workplace change. On the other hand, they can often find themselves in a bind. Establishing an effective working relationship with labor can build trust and make the nurse more effective with the work force. At the same time, management may distrust a nurse who establishes a positive working relationship with the union. An important first step is to get management buy in. Part of the occupational health nurse's job may be to educate management about the importance of labor/management cooperation to effectively address health and safety issues. I , "
. . -. _. .. A provision in a contract that requires all non-un ion members in the bargaining unit, as a condition of employment, to pay the union a fixed amount for services rendered (e.g., representation).
Glossary of Key Labor Terms
Group of employees recognized by the employer or designated by an authorized agency for purposes of collective bargaining.
An organization of all local unions in a geographic area or region. CLCs engage in political action, education , lobbying, and organizing on a local level. An election, usually conducted by the National Labor Relations Board or a state board, in which employees vote for or against representation by a union. A provision in a contract that binds the employer to employ only union members. The union and employer make offers and counter offers on the conditions of employment for the purpose of reaching a written agreement (i.e., a contract). A written agreement between an employer and a union, usually for a definite term , defining conditions of employment. Local unions of the same international union in a given geographical area may form a District Council. This council may seek to coordinate bargaining among different employers in an area or among scattered locals having the same employer. A complaint by employees or the union that the employer has violated the contract. Grievances are processed through the grievance procedure.
(Continued on next page)
Nurses Working In Academic Settings
Some nurses conduct research in university departments of occupational and environmental health or nursing. They sometimes work with cohorts of union members or act as research partners with union health and safety departments. The union may provide the best, or the only, practical access to reach workers as a study population for research purposes. Unions also can playa critical role in calling attention to important research questions.
For example, an RNlPhD faculty member at a university who is working with two unions representing state employees is conducting an intervention research project to help identify effective strategies for preventing violence toward workers in mental health settings . She is approaching this as a "participatory action research" project that fully involves workers in the study design, choice of intervention s, and evaluation . She stated:
Unions playa critical role in equalizing power and promoting justice in the workplace. Doing this research would be so much more difficult without the strong contract language won by state workers that allows them to be equal partners in health and safety.
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UNDERSTANDING UNIONS
Given the many ways occupational health nurses interact with labor unions, it is useful to understand what unions do, how they are organized, and what their role is in health and safety. The basic role of unions is to represent and pursue the collective interests of workers. These interests include wages, hours, benefits, and conditions of employment, including health and safety.
Currently, there are more than 170 different international unions in the United States (Gifford, 1994) representing over 16 million workers (AFL- CIO, February, 2000) . These unions range from those in the "blue collar" sector, such as the United Auto Workers or the building trades unions. to public and service sector unions, such as the Service Employees International Union. Most unions in the United States are called "internationals" because they also represent workers in Canada and Puerto Rico.
International unions are made up of many local unions ("locals") representing workers in a single workplace or a group of workplaces where workers have electcd to belong to the union. Local unions may belong to a regional or district council of their international union. Many international unions, in tum, are affiliated with the Flagler (1990) ; Levy (1999) 
Glossary of
Definition
Large national organizations that represent workers in a given industry or in a certain kind of occupation. Most unions in the United States are called "international" because they also represent workers in Canada and Puerto Rico. A local branch of a national or international union. A local union's jurisdiction may be one workplace or hundreds.
An agency of the U.S. government that enforces the Wagner and Taft-Hartley Acts, which are the basic federal labor relations laws. The Wagner Act is often called the National Labor Relations Act. The NLRB conducts most private sector certification elections. It also may rule on safety related discharges, failure to provide information, refusal to do unsafe work, and other safety issues. Organizers may be rank and file members or paid union staff.
They work to expand membership in the union. When the negotiators reach a tentative agreement, it is then often submitted to the whole union membership for a vote. The first line officer of a local union. Usually a rank and file worker elected by union members in a workplace. When workers have complaints or grievances, they go first to the shop steward. In most locals there is a chief shop steward and usually the stewards constitute a shop stewards' councilor shop committee. Action by either an employer or union that violates certain provisions of the labor relations laws, such as a refusal to bargain in good faith. Many local unions and councils have their own full time staff member(s). However, some union representatives are volunteers who are employees in the bargaining unit. They carry out the day to day activities of the union and help enforce the contract.
American Federation of Labor-Congress of Industrial
Organizations (AFL-CIO), a confederation of international unions in the United States that engages in political action, lobbying, education, and organizing. The AFL-CIO is organized into state Federations of Labor and local Central Labor Councils. In the case of the construction unions, there are state and local Building and Construction Trades Councils (See Glossary of Key Labor Terms beginning on page 566) (Flagler, 1990) . The core work of labor is typically carried out at the level of the local union, which is usually responsible for negotiating a collective bargaining agreement (union contract) with employer(s) and enforcing the contract through the grievance procedure. However, in some cases, the district councilor international union negotiates a single contract covering members regionallyor nationwide.
Local unions are governed by elected officials (e.g., president, executive secretary and treasurer, executive board). Some rank and file members serve as shop stewards, who represent their coworkers and help enforce the union contract. Additionally, the union may have resources to hire staff to help enforce the contract (i.e., DECEMBER 2000, VOL. 48, NO. 12 union representatives) or to expand membership (i.e., organizers). The international union also may provide resources and support for the work of the local union (Levy, 1999) .
Benefits of Unionization
Workers belong to unions for a variety of reasons. A primary reason is for workers to have input about their working conditions, and to have representation ensuring they will be treated fairly at the workplace. Unionized workers fare much better, on the whole, than their nonunion counterparts in terms of salary and benefits (U.S. Department of Labor, 1998). Union workers earn 34% more than non-union workers. Their median weekly earnings for full time work were $640 in 1997, compared to $478 for non-union (U.S. Department of Labor, 1998). The union wage benefit is even greater for minorities and women. Union women earn 40% more than non-union women. Black union members earn 44% more than their non-union counterparts. For Latino workers, the union advantage is 53% (U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2000) .
Union workers also are more likely than non-union workers to receive health care and pension benefits. In 1995, 85% of union workers in medium and large establishments had medical care benefits, compared to only 74% of non-union workers. Union workers also are more likely to have retirement and short term disability benefits (U.S. Department of Labor, Employment Benefits Survey, 1998).
Despite these benefits, union memberships have declined significantly during the past several decades. This decline has been attributed primarily to a rapidly changing United States and global economy. Thousands of unionized manufacturing jobs in the United States have been lost as work has been exported to low wage countries around the world. The American labor movement has been trying to catch up with these changes by developing innovative strategies to bring unionization to workers in new and expanding sectors of the economy. In 1999, union membership increased for the first time in 20 years (AFL-CIO, February, 2000; U.S. Department of Labor, 2000) .
UNION ACTION FOR HEALTH AND SAFETY
Unions have played a key role in ensuring better working conditions for their own members, as well as for U.S. workers in general. Throughout the 20 th century, unions lobbied and negotiated for health and safety protection, the minimum wage, and child labor laws (Flagler, 1990) .
Political Action
In 1911, a fire broke out at the Triangle Shirtwaist Company on New York's lower east side. About 150 employees, almost all of them young women and girls, perished when the fire swept through the upper floors of the loft building in which they worked. Many burned to death; others jumped and died. The safety exits on the burning floors had been securely locked, allegedly to prevent "loss of goods." The International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU), along with the rest of organized labor in New York City and around the country, led an outraged response to the tragedy. A state factory investigation committee was formed and paved the way for many long needed reforms in industrial safety, fire prevention, and child labor protection (Berman, 1978) . (The committee was headed by Frances Perkins, who was to become Franklin Roosevelt's Secretary of Labor in 1933, the first woman cabinet member in U.S. history.)
Unions continued to lobby for national health and safety standards, and many union workers went on strike because of health and safety issues during the 1950s and 1960s. During the 1960s, there was increased national interest in occupational safety and health, supported by two parallel political movements. The environmental movement began to question the long term effects of chemicals on health. The civil rights movement made individuals more aware of their rights. These movements created a climate of reform, which encouraged others, including unions and workers, to advocate for health and safety laws (Occupational Safety and Health Administration, 1979) .
In 1968, labor leaders worked with President Lyndon Johnson's office to propose a government agency to write 568 and enforce health and safety rules. A major national disaster gave impetus to these efforts-78 miners died in Farmington, West Virginia, later that year. Within 1 year of that event, the Federal Coal Mine Safety and Health Act (MSHAct) was passed. In 1970, the Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHAct) was passed, ensuring that every worker, by law, had the right to a safe and healthful workplace. The act established the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) to develop and enforce safety standards. The act also established the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) to research the need for new health and safety standards and to provide training for occupational safety and health professionals (Levy, 1999) .
Unions today continue to advocate for laws, standards, and regulations that affect wages, hours, and working conditions, including health and safety. International unions have petitioned for recent OSHA rules, such as the proposed Ergonomics Standard. They mobilize their members to lobby and provide testimony at OSHA standard hearings, and generally give voice to both organized and unorganized workers' concerns about workplace health and safety hazards. For example, in the early 1990s, the Service Employees International Union and the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees jointly petitioned OSHA to request a new standard protecting workers who handle infectious medical waste. As a result of their efforts, the Bloodborne Pathogens Standard was adopted (Bureau of National Affairs, 1998).
BargainingIRepresentation
Unions bargain directly with employers for comprehensive agreements aimed at improving working conditions. The provisions they negotiate in the union contract may include: health and safety committees or representatives, the right to refuse unsafe work, environmental improvements, involvement in joint studies, protective equipment, and special safety grievance procedures. When health and safety clauses are included in the contract, unions have a tool for addressing workplace hazards immediately through existing means of contract enforcement, rather than waiting for OSHA enforcement. The collective bargaining agreement can address hazards not yet covered by OSHA standards or fill in the gaps where current standards are inadequate (Labor Occupational Health Program [LOHPJ, 2000a) .
An example is the Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees Union in San Francisco (HERE Local 2), which incorporated language about joint studies into their recent agreement with the Multi-Employer Hotel Group. The language allows either party to request a study to review workstations, workloads, ergonomics, and other health and safety issues. It calls for joint design of such studies, shared costs, and mutual agreement on recommendations. Similarly, many of the most important studies of hazards in the auto industry have been conducted as a result of contract language negotiated by the United Auto Workers (UAW) calling for various scientific investigations (Levy, 1999) .
Negotiating contract language is just one of several avenues available to the union for improving conditions I --, " I Ten Tips for Working With Unions 1. Involve the union in as many ways as possible. Unions can be important allies in your efforts to improve health and safety in the workplace. You will avoid difficulties, and gain substantial insight, by working with the union from the start.
2. Don't be put off by the adversarial stance of unions. It is the union's job to advocate for its members. Without the advocacy of unions we would not have the occupational safety and health programs many of us work in today. on the job. Other approaches include filing grievances, forming safety committees, filing complaints with OSHA or other agencies, organizing direct actions, or mobilizing public support through the media. Effective joint labor/management committees can facilitate the ability of labor to work collaboratively with management toward common health and safety goals.
Technical Assistance
Unions provide technical assistance to members facing hazards. Some international unions have health and safety departments with professional staff, such as industrial hygienists or nurses. Many local unions also work with Committees on Safety and Health (COSH groups). These are local coalitions of union members, occupational health professionals, lawyers, and students located throughout the United States. University based programs such as the Labor Occupational Health Program at the DECEMBER 2000, VOL. 48, NO. 12 University of California at Berkeley also provide technical support to unions and their members, as well as to non-organized workers (LOHP, 2000b) .
Some local unions negotiate for the right of access to employer facilities to investigate hazards. For example, some locals of the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW) have contract language allowing union representatives to accompany government inspectors, company personnel, and consultants engaged in safety inspections, surveys, and monitoring. Some locals also have the right to conduct their own independent monitoring tests to assess hazards (LOHP, 2000a) .
Education and Training
Unions conduct numerous educational and training programs for their members. Many unions have developed training manuals and fact sheets related to health and safety topics ranging from bloodborne pathogens to
IN SUMMARY
CONCLUSION
Occupational health nurses have many reasons for learning more about working effectively with unions.
Working With Labor Unions
What Occupational Health
Nurses Need to Know.
TIPS FOR WORKING WITH UNIONS
Understanding the basic functions and structure of unions is a first step toward working effectively with labor. It is useful to learn from the experience of others who have worked in collaboration with unions. The tips in the Sidebar on page 569 were shared by occupational health nurses working in a variety of settings.
The nurse may be: • Exploring alliances with those who share the goal of improving workplace health and safety. • Seeking political support for health services efforts. • Enhancing work by increasing union involvement in programs.
• Improving access to the work force . • Strengthening communication with workers. • Supporting workers' efforts to advocate for their own protection.
It is anticipated this article will serve as an effective starting point for expanding the occupational health nurse's basic understanding of unions and offer specific suggestions for building effective, mutually respectful relationships between unions and occupational health professionals. Hopefully, this overview will stimulate discussion among occupational health nurses and encourage education programs for occupational health nurses to integrate more information about unions into their curricula.
